The realist in murder writes of a world in which gangsters can rule nations and almost rule cities, in which hotels and apartment houses and celebrated restaurants are owned by men who made their money out of brothels, in which a screen star can be the fingerman for a mob, and the nice man down the hall is a boss of the numbers racket; a world where ajudge with a cellar full of bootleg liquor can send a man to jail for having a pint in his pocket, where the mayor of your town may have condoned murder as an instrument of money-making, where no man can walk down a dark street in safety because law and order are things we talk about but refrain from practising.
In the "real world" of Hammett's fiction, gangsters wield political power, people are not what they pretend to be, justice is not served, and law and order are polite fictions. "It is not a very fragrant world," Chandler notes in an understatement, "but it is the world you live in" (236). As Chandler's description makes clear, one of most salient characteristics of this world is the chasm between appearance and reality, a chasm exacerbated by wholesale role-playing and pretense. In a rare moment of honesty, Brigid O'Shaughnassey tells Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon, "I'm not at all the sort of person I pretend to be" (55). For once she is telling the truth, but using it to serve a lie. The point is that her line could be spoken by most of Hammett's characters. In Red Harvest, for example, Chief of Police Noonan adopts a bluff and hearty role with the Op; he's always glad to see the Op (92) and continually expresses concern about his welfare (62) even while he is engineering two attempts to assassinate him. The Op himself carries a walletful of false IDs. Trying to pick up information after arriving in Personville, the Op runs into union boss Bill Quint and plays the garrulous stranger:
I dug out my card case and ran through the collection of credentials I had picked up here and there by one means or another. The red card was the one I wanted. It identified me as Henry F. Neill, A. B. seaman, member in good standing of the Industrial Workers of the World. There wasn't a word of truth in it.
The Op, blatantly masquerading as A(ble) B(odied) seaman, is indeed the ABC man, able to construct an identity made of letters in a moment. The Op argues that role-playing is required in his profession, that it enables him to get the job done. But the impersonations of detective fiction are not only ubiquitous and overdone; they can also be entirely gratuitous. The first sentence of the Hammett short story "They Can Only Hang You Once," for example, is: "Samuel Spade said, 'My name is Ronald Ames.'" This entry line is entirely appropriate, since everyone else in the story is acting, but there is little reason for Spade's misrepresentation, since no one in the house he is calling on knows who he is. One of the most egregious examples of misleading appearances occurs in "The House in Turk Street." While conducting a routine investigation, the Op encounters a sweet old couple, the Quarres. The Op soon figures out that this couple knows nothing about his case, but he lingers in the homey atmosphere. It turns out, of course, that the couple are ringleaders of a criminal gang (not in any way connected to the Op's investigation), and the next thing the Op feels is a gun pressed against his neck. The woman's last appearance in the story, just before she catches a hailstorm of bullets, highlights the gap between appearance and reality: I looked at the old woman again, and found little of the friendly fragile one who had poured tea and chatted about the neighbors. This was a witch if there ever was one-a witch of the blackest, most malignant sort. Her faded eyes were sharp with ferocity, her withered lips were taut in a wolfish snarl, and her thin body fairly quivered with hate.
The same kind of metamorphosis occurs in the first part of The Dain Curse, when Alice Dain Leggatt is transformed, in an instant, from "Betty Crocker" to "Ma Barker." With radical transformations such as these, Hammett begins to call into question the idea that most things are what they seem to be. In Hammett that is just not the case, and naively succumbing to such commonsensical ideas can be downright dangerous. In fact, the Op inhabits a world so histrionic, so unstable, so fluid that role-playing sometimes creates a kind of flickering half-reality. False appearances manufacture unreal realities. A case in point is the notorious seduction scene in "The Girl with the Silver Eyes," in which the eponymous character tries to persuade the Op not to take her to jail: "Little fat detective whose name I don't know"-her voice had a tired huskiness in it, and a tired mockery-"you think that I am playing a part, don't you? You think that I am playing for liberty. Perhaps I am." She continues in this vein, reciting the story of her lurid sexual past, teasing the Op, all the while undermining his firm purchase on the situation: "But because you do none of these things, because you are a wooden block of a man," she wheedles, "I find myself wanting you. Would I tell you this, little fat detective, if I were playing a game?" (Continental Op 148-50). That final question, balanced between mockery and self-conscious surrender, acts out the ontological precariousness of the Op's world. When she falls into his arms at the end of the siren song, no one-Op, girl, reader-can be sure if she is acting or not. The Op is forced to impose a kind of certainty on the situation by insisting that everything she has told him is a lie and by trying, almost hysterically, to punch holes in her story.
The (Big Knockover 50-51) Since the Op remains completely silent about his private life, he apparently has no life outside his work. The nearest thing to a personal relationship for the Op involves the father figure he serves, the Old Man, the head of the agency, whose "fifty years of sleuthing had left him without any feelings at all on any subject" (Big Knockover 99). The Operative is thus detached, principled, dedicated-in short, the perfect professional.
Only not in "Poisonville." Near the end of the novel, the Op makes a rambling confession to Dinah Brand: "Poisonville is right. It's poisoned me" (145). Something does happen to the usually unflappable Op in the town; he does become infected, caught up in its schemes and practices. In Personville, violence is the basic means to selfish ends, and its inhabitants play out the Hobbesian war of all against all (Marcus 19). The Op manipulates and exacerbates this state of affairs, time and again 'just stirring things up" (79, 178). In so doing, he becomes an active, involved, interested participant in the "red harvest" and thereby relinquishes his claim as locus of 376 value.3 "Cleaning up the town" becomes for him a euphemism for systematically eliminating its various players. The Op "declares war on Poisonville" (62), and his intervention results in a full-scale shooting war that ends only when all the major players, except Willson and the Op, are eliminated.
Since the Op is solely concerned with "cleaning up the town," he "is quickly drawn into the expanding circle of violence in Personville and eventually becomes himself an agent of this violence" (Gregory 37). But this is not the full measure of the extent to which Personville has infected the Op. He does not simply participate in the wholesale slaughter; he masterminds it. He sets up the relatively innocent prize-fighter Ike Bush and then makes no comment at all when Ike gets a knife in the neck. Working with Sheriff Noonan, he fingers Whisper Thaler for Noonan's brother's murder even though he knows Whisper is innocent, and even though Noonan has double-crossed him and tried to murder him twice. Supposedly acting as peacemaker at the council of war, the Op goads the participants into a subsequent orgy of bloodletting. Several hours later, when he wakes up with his hand on an icepick sticking in the heart of the woman he is supposedly emotionally involved with, the Op methodically cleans up all traces of himself and walks out of the door.
Inevitably the question becomes how to account for the Op's active role in the bloodletting that he catalyzes in Personville. He himself tries to point the finger elsewhere, suggesting in one place that Dinah Brand is responsible; she has been "stirring up murderous notions" in her boyfriends, including apparently the Op (147). In general, though, he lays it off on the gap between theory and practice: "It's right enough for the Agency to have rules and regulations," he tells his coworker Mickey Linehan, "but when you're out on ajob you've got to do it the best way you can" (109). Where the job is concerned, the end, no matter how suspect, justifies the means, no matter how bloody.
A more compelling explanation of the Op's participation in the red harvest has been offered by Sinda Gregory, who holds the "system" responsible. By insisting on the "moral neutrality" that produces efficiency and gets the job done, the Continental Detective Agency inevitably dehumanizes its agents, turns them into mere operatives:
Although the Op seems most disturbed by his failure to live up to his code, clearly what Hammett finds more dangerous is the code itself, which allows men to subordinate moral responsibility to an allegiance to an abstract, self-devised system.... The Op depends on the strictness of his code to rationalize his actions and emotionless responses to situations; by obeying rules and regulations, he is freed from moral responsibilities and ethical choices that inevitably arise with any complex dilemma.
Gregory's strong reading thus indicts the agency itself, and by extension the system that produced the agency, for "its refusal to consider human morality or man's responsibility to others" (55). Such a reading, however, tends to exculpate the Op, who becomes a cog in the works, simply carrying out his assignment. And as Christopher Bentley points out, it also misreads the true nature of the Op's professionalism and whitewashes his relation to the agency: The Op's "loyalty to his employers and to his work has no moral dimension, and is merely pride in ajob that gives meaning to his life, providing acceptable outlets for his violence and need for power" (56). For the Op, ajob is just that. Gregory's reading does not finally explain the excessiveness of the Op's behavior, the blood lust that consumes him. The Op himself suggests that there is a more personal motive here-namely, revenge. He has been forced to declare war to get back at the "fat chief of police" who "tried to assassinate" him, not once but twice (60, see also 62-63). But as Robert Edenbaum notes, "the Op's own explanation of his motives ... is not particularly convincing" (90). For one thing, this supposedly personal motive leads to highly impersonal behaviors. If the Op is simply trying to get even, then he goes about it in a coldly calculated, indirect way, much of the time conspiring with the chief of police, the very man he wants revenge on. At the same time he implicates relatively innocent bystanders such as Ike Bush. And he continues his war even after the chiefs death.
In general, these explanations fail to satisfy. As Bentley concludes, "the Op's motives remain fundamentally unclear" (62). Indeed, most of the Op's behavior is ultimately unfathomable. There are no motives, public or private, social or antisocial, to explain what happens to him. Nor should this surprise readers. Gregory is right to argue that with the Op, Hammett has given us "a character whose motives, actions, and values are as complex and ambiguous as the world in which he operates" (48). That world is mean and unpredictable, and there is no satisfactory explanation for its "ethical unintelligibility" (Marcus 14). The same kind of unintelligibility characterizes the Op's entire stay in "Poisonville." We don't know how to react to what he's doing while he's doing it, or what he has "accomplished" when he's done, when control of the town reverts to Willson because the Op has eliminated all of Willson's rivals. The Op comes to town to perform an operation, to rid the body social of its disease. Trying to get something done, he works by expedience; the Operative becomes the operator. Later he is infected by a kind of blood lust, becoming "blood simple" (146). The Op-378 erative becomes the operated, a bloodthirsty machine. In Hammett's fallen world, we all fall down. But as the slide in signifiers above suggests-from operative to operator to operated-that lapsarian state affects language as well.
HAMMET'S MEAN-INGLESS STREETS
The realist in murder writes of a world ... where no man can walk down a dark street in safety because law and order are things we talk about but refrain from practising.
- At one point Dinah Brand equates language with money, insisting that the latter is the only language she speaks (31). Brand's throw-away line actually passes over a profound resemblance. Jean-Joseph Goux remarks that money metaphors haunt discussions of language and "betray an awareness, as yet veiled and embryonic, of the correspondence between the mode of economic exchange and the mode of signifying exchange" (96). Both money and words, Goux argues, are abstract "general equivalents" with no necessary connection to the values (economic or semantic) that they substitute for. Under the system of capitalism, money is the privileged medium of exchange, and "commodities are universally evaluated only through the detour of specie-that is, through signs, masks, representations" (38). In the world of the 1920s, where the U.S. Treasury is printing more and more greenbacks, each of which is, as a result, more abstracted from the real labor-value it supposedly represents, this kind of specie, paper money, would be revealing its specious nature. Brand may prefer money to language, but in Hammett's world both of them are undergoing an extended period of inflation that undermines their value. It's all paper money and paper language. 4 Critics have noted that Hammett's is a disturbing world in which behav-ior is unpredictable, motivation obscure, and evaluation suspect. But equally disturbing is the fact that language has succumbed to a process of erosion, that the lack of motivation has begun to infect the words we speak. Words are becoming arbitrary counters whose real value is unknown. Language, like behavior, begins to reveal its arbitrary nature. The basis of Hammett's unsettling power lies in the fact that he records a historical process of uncoupling, the unzipping of the relation between outer signs and inner meanings, between words and deeds-in short, between the signifier and the signified. Hammett's world is in the process of losing the consolation, certitude, or stability provided by grounds. This subversion of foundations lies at the heart of Hammett's detective fiction, informing the cognitive, ethical, and linguistic unintelligibilty that characterizes it.
Chandler claims that Hammett's brand of detective fiction provides better models of the world, that it faces up to and records "the seamy side of things" (234). But that unsavory world, we have seen, is one in which there is no stable or secure relation between signifiers and signifieds. Hammett is finally much more skeptical than Chandler about the ability of language to reflect reality, to capture reality in a satisfactory way; and he makes that skepticism clear in Red Harvest. The experiences recorded in Hammett's detective fiction inevitably subvert the whole idea of valid models, insofar as a model is itself a sign vehicle presupposing a motivated relation between signifier and signified. The vision of his detective fiction, in other words, undermines the reality claims of its proponents. What Hammett's fiction finally records is not the "real world" but rather the beginning of the fall of language from motivation to nonmotivation, from identity to difference, from presence to absence. But even in Hammett there is resistance to this lapsarian state. When Dinah Brand asks the Op why he didn't eliminate Whisper Thaler when he had the chance, his reply is curious: "'Sorry,' I said, meaning it" (148, emphasis added). That the Op is sorry that he did not cold-bloodedly murder someone reveals much about his state of mind. But, the dialogue tag insists, he is truly sorry. In Red Harvest readers are immersed in a world in which honesty can never be taken for granted, in which the enunciation goes to some lengths to inform them that something is true, that something is finally "meant." But that enunciation exists, in the form of the novel itself. When the case is over, the Op submits to the agency a doctored report, full of lies: "I spent most of my week in Ogden trying to fix up my reports so they would not read as if I had broken as many Agency rules, state laws and human bones as I had" (198). He may lie to the Old Man; he doesn't lie to the reader. His narrative can be seen as a last-ditch attempt to "come clean" 382 in the cleaning-up process-not to erase the red stain but to acknowledge his complicity with it. Narrating his story for the reader, the Op implicitly promises to tell all. In so doing he establishes a convention that detective fiction picks up on, a commitment to the truth of the enunciation. The narrator of detective fiction cannot and does not break faith with the reader because his narration is the last, best, and only ground. This is finally why, for those who come after Hammett, that narration and the voice that renders it become so important; they represent an affirmation of signification, an assertion of mastery and control over a world otherwise unanchored. For Chandler and others, the style (of the enunciation) is indeed the man. Hammett, for his part, is true enough to his vision to call a spade a spade and show just what that means to the ground(s) we tend to take for granted.
NOTES
Barzun and Taylor say: "There is no warrant for the commonly held belief that the tough detective tale yields a greater truth than the gentler classical form and marks a forward step toward the 'real novel"' (9). They go on to enumerate (and make fun of) the conventions and motifs of detective fiction (9-11). For an extended discussion of the difference between Hammett's detective fiction and Christie's mystery fiction, see Malmgren. 2 See, for example, Cawelti, esp. 139-61, and Grella. 
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